Life’s Passion 

by Barb Blackledge 

I promised you a brief history of my life, Mike. I had hoped that I would have the time to actually 
write such a beast! Then my children and grandchildren would have more to remember about 
me. Or, at the very least, be able to pull something out of what I wrote for my obituary! As it has 
already taken me days to compose this response to the biography that I promised you, I figure 
that this will be as close as you are going to get. 

I was born on June 6, 1949, the first child of Alexander and Margaret Slafkosky, who 
had seven other children from 1951 to 1963 (Sue, Dave, Jamie, Mark, Becky, Tommy 
and Molly). My birth date will always be celebrated as a memorial of D-Day - the turning 
point of World War II on the European front just five years before I was born. On my 
twelfth birthday, we mourned the death of my brother, Tommy, on June 5, 1961. On my 
19th birthday, we mourned the death of Bobby Kennedy on June 4, 1968. 

I was born in Annapolis. My mom and dad came there right after they were married because 
my dad had been given the job of teaching at his alma mater, St. John's College. St. John's 
College bought the historic Brice House just a few blocks from both St. John's and the Naval 
Academy for their faculty families to live so my parents moved into the side wing of the Brice 
House and that’s where they lived when I was born. The wing was a quaint two storied house 
attached to the main house but having its own entrances and a private back yard. It had three 
small bedrooms, so with the anticipated arrival of their fourth child, they realized that it was too 
small to hold their growing family. They then rented a house in Bay Ridge while they built a 
somewhat larger house in Annapolis, not far from West Street, where we moved when I was six, 
just before I started first grade at St. Mary's. From there, my life story became more and more 
interesting with the beginning of each new decade. 

I turn 10 and end up onstage starring in my first play where people actually pay to see 
me act! I play "Gertrude", a witch of enormous age that no longer wants to be a witch 
anymore and must find a human who will trust that a witch will do a good deed for 
him/her before she can be de-witched and sleep blissfully for 100 years. It was a 
musical as well, so I had to sing "The Witches' Lullaby" with my two fellow witches: "I 
love to pinch babies and hear them cry! Lullaby! Lullaby!" My Mom convinced me to 
audition because I was so very shy -- but she could see how creatively I played and 
thought working in a play could bring out further creativity. Little did she know that she 
introduced me to my life's passion! From that first experience, I worked on at least one 
play each year until I went to my first graduate school (University of Virginia) where my 
degree was an MA with a focus on Directing. Then after working for a year in a 
professional theater in Richmond, VA, I get a full ride (all expenses paid) to the 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro where I earned an MFA in Acting/Directing. 

At age 20, I am selected by Glamour Magazine as one of their Top Ten College Girls of 
1969. This involves my being flown up to NYC from Washington, DC, to join the other 
nine girls in a week of celebrity involving a rush of restaurants, make-overs and photo 
shoots for their August 1969 edition. (I must be flown up and back each day because I 



am starring in a production of "Barefoot in the Park" at Trinity College with its dress 
rehearsals and performances also scheduled that week.) 

Pete and I met at a small party held at my best friend's home in Annapolis. My friend was then 
dating (and later married) a Second Classman in Pete's Company. I was also invited to that 
party along with a number of other friends of my friend and her sister. Pete and I hit it off 
immediately as I proved a good foil to his wicked wit. The date was April 6, 1968. I was going to 
Trinity College which was in Washington D.C. Pete started asking me down to Annapolis every 
weekend after that. Unfortunately, he was already going to the Ring Dance with someone else, 
so I had to sit that weekend out! We dated regularly throughout his First Class year, where we 
often spent a weekend with your sister Barbara in Fairfax, VA. I remember also visiting with you 
and Flelen when you lived in Northern Virginia -- but I can't remember what year that was. Pete 
and I dated (long distance) for four years before he finally took me to a movie and handed me a 
box of Cracker Jacks. I don't think he saw any of that movie because he had put a diamond 
ring in the little package where you would usually find the cheap prize in the box and he was so 
afraid that I would lose it while eating the caramel popcorn! 

After attending Pete's graduation in Annapolis, I am flown to Italy where I again join up 
with the other nine winners and two chaperones and a photographer for a wonderful 
week in Italy going to Rome, Florence, and Sardinia. (The other winner who was 
involved with theater was JoBeth Williams who went on to fame in movies such as 
"Poltergeist" and "Big Chill" and acclaim as an actor in a number of TV specials 
including "Adam," the haunting true story of her character's missing ten year old son.) 
Pete and I had been dating for a year then - going on to our marriage three years later 
in 1972 (unfortunately ending in divorce/annulment in 1975, but, fortunately, remaining 
very close friends ever since). 

At age 30, I get my picture in "Time Magazine" for starring Off-Broadway in a play by 
John O’Keefe who was the Neil Simon of 17th Century England and whose work had 
never been produced in the US before this production in NYC. I play "Lady Amaranth", 
a lovely widowed Quaker with a great fortune set in the 1600s in England, of course. I 
also marry Ed Simpson that year with the two of us leaving NYC the next year to begin 
a combination of teaching at Indiana University of PA (IUP) and starting a professional 
summer theater program using the theater facilities and dorms at IUP and initially 
bringing in actors, directors and designers with whom we've worked before and 
eventually going to NYC and theater festivals to hire more actors, directors and 
designers. 

We also left NYC to have children. After three miscarriages, we joyfully welcomed our 
son, Benjamin, into the world in 1983. In 1986, our daughter, Margaret Grace (Molly), 
entered the world very dramatically (quite telling as she became an amazing actress, 
starting at age 10 as did her mom!). Two weeks late, my obstetrician decided to move 
things along by doing a pin prick into the placenta to help "break the water." Instead, I 
started hemorrhaging and going into shock. With my doctor on one side of my bed and 
Ed on the other, they literally ran to the OR around the corner from the birthing rooms. 
Within a minute, I was stripped and strapped to a very thin operating table with my arms 
out to the sides and then I was out. As soon as I was out, Molly was out in an 
emergency C-section. I was told by many that if it hadn't been for the quick action and 



skills of my obstetrician, both Molly and I would have died that day. Instead, Molly was 
a celebrity in the hospital being born at 10 pounds, 3 ounces! 

At age 40, I am promoted to Full Professor, the highest level of promotion in Academia, 
a major feat at IUP, who had never promoted any faculty who didn’t have a PhD to Full 
Professor. I had engaged in a battle between the state wide faculty union and the PA 
State System of Higher Education that an MFA (Master of Fine Arts) was the terminal 
degree for studio artists in Art, Music, Theater and Dance. And we won that battle with 
my being the first faculty member in the state with an MFA (and an MA as well) to be 
awarded the highest promotion a couple of years later. At age 40, I also developed my 
first major health issue: hypothyroidism -- with the discovery that I have a totally non¬ 
working thyroid! The doctor was amazed that I wasn't in a coma -- let alone as full of 
energy as I was (although often very tired at the end of the day). 

At age 50, I am elected Chair of the Department of Theater and Dance at IUP. Within 
two years of my election, our department grows from 80 majors to 120 majors -- and 
begins to develop a reputation for well producing plays that are showcased by invitation 
only to regional theatre conferences sponsored by the Kennedy Center in D.C. (The 
region includes the very competitive states of Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, 
Delaware, Maryland, Virginia and Washington, D.C.) As a result, we grow to a 
department of 10 full-time faculty and maintain that 50% increase in theater majors for 
my entire nine-year tenure as chair. And at age 50, I develop my next major medical 
issues: high cholesterol and high blood pressure! (And, again unfortunately, Ed and I 
are divorced in early 2003. Ed is remarried in May, 2004. Ed and I have continued to be 
close friends in our efforts to work together for our children's sake.) I married Bob 
Mallery in December, 2004. Bob was my first love when we were both in high school 
together. But my father had insisted that I break up with Bob as we were both too 
young to see so much of just one other person. 40 years later, Bob finds me through 
Classmates.com just as my marriage to Ed is breaking up. (More coincidences? See 
below!) 

At age 60, I take a long over-due sabbatical from IUP, spending two thirds of a theatrical 
season as a guest artist in residence at a small professional theater in Scranton, PA. I 
directed two productions and starred in my first (and last) attempt at a one person play, 
called "The Lady With All the Answers", playing Eppie Lederer who wrote the Ann 
Landers' advice column (while her twin sister competitively wrote the "Dear Abby" daily 
advice column). I'd always hated to see one person shows with very few exceptions. 
The reason for this is that it is extremely difficult to keep up dramatic conflict (the heart 
of what makes a play work) for over an hour with only one character on stage! But the 
Artistic Director of the theater (a dear friend of mine) insisted that it was the next big 
challenge I had to meet as an actor. So we read more than fifty one person scripts 
between the two of us before choosing this one. 

With a great director, "Eppie" came alive and we discovered that the conflict in the play 
involved first her competitive twin and second her husband. But the other "character" in 
the play was the audience! I ended up using them so much that each night was a very 



different performance with different audience responses throughout the 80 minute play. 
The production was such a success that they ended up extending the run! At age 60, 
my medical issues began to involve considerable pain. I had two bad falls that year 
which caused two inoperable herniated disks in my lower back. I also developed 
fibromyalgia, an elusive disorder causing considerable pain when flaring throughout my 
arms and torso. These two major changes to my body lead to an elaborate course of 
"pain management" each day involving exercises and medication. 

At age 70, now six years retired from teaching and three years retired from acting, I 
have discovered a very full life living for the mercy and love of my Lord. Due to a major 
conversion in my life four years ago, I try to live each day finding ways to serve others. I 
work in the only "soup kitchen" in Winston-Salem every Wednesday. I bring 
Communion and companionship to anywhere from five to ten elderly friends every 
Tuesday. Each Saturday morning, I am involved with "studies" working with an amazing 
group of men and women whose love of God and each other is inspiring. I also 
participate in a Bible study on Sunday evenings, a prayer "cenacle" on Monday 
evenings, in ministries during daily Masses and in a ministry serving those who have 
just had a loved one die. I have done mission work in Guatemala and am about to go on 
my second pilgrimage to Medjugorje at the end of this month [June 2019]. 

My new medical challenge at 70 is breast cancer. God has once again been so good to 
me. There has never been any cancer in our family - both sides. And yet, shortly after I 
learn that my daughter has been diagnosed with Stage 2 Cervical Cancer and both of 
us very concerned as to how she will be able to get the treatment she needs as she is 
uninsured - suddenly, out of nowhere, I am scheduled for a mammogram - and then 
called in for a 3D mammogram as there was a problem with the first. My radiologist 
tells me that from that second mammogram she is 95% sure that I have an early stage 
of breast cancer. The biopsy following this mammogram confirms that I do indeed have 
an aggressive form of breast cancer on the back wall of my breast. However, it has 
been encapsulated in one of my milk glands and has not spread beyond that. So during 
an appointment with my breast surgeon (apparently the best breast surgeon in the 
region - again out of nowhere), I am encouraged to choose a lumpectomy over the other 
options she presents (mastectomy or research study on early stage breast cancer with 
no surgery using only medications to cure the cancer). 

And then I am introduced to my "Nurse Advocate" (NA) who welcomes me to the world 
of breast cancer patients and promises to stay by my side through all of my procedures 
and beyond. When she mentions that she can help me with any financial problems, I 
tell her about Molly's current history with her cancer: diagnosed a year ago with Stage 1 
Cervical Cancer - and told by that doctor that she can easily be cured with that level of 
cancer - but then he never follows up with Molly despite his promise to do so - and she 
is never treated despite her Dad and I urging her every month to do a follow up with this 
doctor. And now she is at Stage 2! My NA is shocked at Molly's poor treatment and tells 
me that she will connect Molly with the NA for Cervical Cancer who will then walk her 
through financial aid, appointments, test, surgery, etc. until her cancer is cured! So my 



minor cancer which is diagnosed out of nowhere leads to finding a way to cure my 
daughter's now more serious cancer!! 

I think that I remember that you have difficulty believing that there is a God, Mike. But 
Pope (now Saint) John Paul II said - after narrowly being killed by an assassin - that 
there is no such thing as a "coincidence." Instead, he urged the world to see what 
seem to be coincidences as the "hand of God" in our lives - redirecting what could have 
been into what will now be. So, I choose to believe that the coincidence of my little 
cancer being discovered with a mammogram scheduled "out of the blue" leading to the 
coincidence of my NA being willing and able to connect Molly with her own NA are both 
God's hands in our lives. And there is also the rather amazing coincidence that two 
members of my family (where there has never been any diagnosis of cancer before!) 
are diagnosed with cancer at the same time. And there is an even larger coincidence: 
my daughter has been an avowed agnostic since she was 12 years old. This past year 
(20 years later!), she now believes in God again -- and has become just as fervent in 
her belief in God as she was in her disbelief in him - becoming a very active member of 
a growing church in Winston-Salem - reading the Bible and praying every day - and 
finally teaching her son how to pray. 
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